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Dear Readers,
Have you considered starting a professional book
discussion group at your school? Both titles re-
viewed here would be outstanding choices. They
are enjoyable to read and will cause you to think
deeply about instructional practices. Both are
very practical, but rather than yet another book
presenting mostly strategies, they also prompt ed-
ucators to think for themselves.
In The Comprehension Experience: Engaging Read-
ers Through Effective Inquiry and Discussion, Dr.
Dorsey Hammond and Dr. Denise Nessel share
the wisdom they generated through their highly
accomplished careers in comprehension research
and instruction. Reading Wide Awake: Politics,
Pedagogies & Possibilities is written by Dr. Patrick
Shannon. His extensive body of research focuses
on four main questions: 1) What is literacy?; 2)
Who is considered literate?; 3) What is read and
written?; and 4) How is literacy taught? As he ex-
plores these questions in the book, he takes a per-
Hammond, W. D., & Nessel, D. D. (2011). 
The comprehension experience: Engaging readers through effective inquiry
and discussion. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 207 pp. ISBN: 978-
0325030418. (Trade paperback); $26.13.
On the first day of the 2009 Michigan Reading Association annual con-
ference in Grand Rapids, Regie Routman tapped me on the shoulder to
ask, “How can I find Dorsey Hammond today?” A longtime admirer of
his work, she had noticed his featured sessions in the next day’s program
and hoped to connect with him in advance. Their dinner conversation
must have been lively! By the closing of the three-day conference, Dorsey
related that Regie encouraged him to submit a prospectus to Heinemann
for a book about comprehension instruction he was co-
authoring. And here it is!
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sonal journey through his own highly literate life.
He examines critical reading and agency in the con-
text of everyday texts, ranging from newspaper arti-
cles to social situations to Beatles songs. 
These books are for thinkers and doers. If you get
started reading one now, there is a good chance that
you will want to discuss the thought-provoking
ideas with somebody. A book study group will be
born.
—Pat Gallant and Kathy Highfield  
Hammond, a popular Michigan literacy profes-
sor from Oakland University for more than 30
years (1970-2001) is now retired and resides in
Maryland. After leaving Oakland, he served as
department chair and professor of education at
the Seidel School of Education and Professional
Studies at Salisbury University. He considers
Michigan a special place and returns to the MRA
conference (and to at least one Oakland basket-
ball game) nearly every year. His MRA confer-
ence sessions fill beyond capacity with both new
and experienced teachers. Some are former stu-
dents and colleagues who attend each year, saying
that they always learn so much from Dorsey. 
To write this book, he teamed with Dr. Denise
Nessel, an associate of and director of publica-
tions for the National Urban Alliance for Effec-
tive Education (www.nuatc.org), where she
focuses on teaching reading and writing as think-
ing processes in grades K-12. Both were graduate
students in the 1960’s at the University of
Delaware where comprehension expert Dr. Rus-
sell Stauffer inspired them with “unforgettable
comprehension experiences” (p. xiii). They trans-
ferred these into their teaching and refined what
they learned throughout their careers—now shar-
ing this wisdom with us in this book. In the final
chapter, they remind readers that this book is not
meant to address a longtime debate about
whether comprehension can be taught directly; it
is practical:
What we have proposed in this book is a
rethinking of how we go about teaching
children to read. Whether we can teach
reading comprehension directly or explic-
itly is not a question that particularly in-
terests us because we believe it to be the
wrong question. Rather, the central ques-
tion is: What can teachers do on a day-to-
day basis to enhance students’ existing
propensity for comprehension and high-level
thinking? (pp. 184-185)
In recent months, terms like high-level thinking
and deep comprehension prevail within discussions
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about the ELA K-12 Common Core State Stan-
dards. Although the authors seldom refer directly
to the Common Core within their book, K-12
educators will find excellent instructional meth-
ods for engaging students in experiences in which
they think actively, talk productively, and focus
on meaning in both literary and informational
texts.
Following a foreword by Regie Routman and a
preface by the authors, readers are asked to pause
and engage in a brief “What Do You Think?” sec-
tion prior to reading the contents of the book.
That is unusual. But if you have participated in a
course or a conference session with Hammond,
you may recognize it as an anticipation guide—a
tool to activate prior knowledge and promote en-
gagement in content prior to reading or listening.
It provides carefully crafted statements related to
key topics and asks readers to record whether
they agree or disagree with each statement. At the
end of the book, readers return to their responses
and reflect on their predictions and new learning
in light of the information in the book. Thus, the
authors employ one instructional tool they pres-
ent in their book to guide its readers to under-
stand that having relevant prior knowledge makes
a big difference in what they (and their students)
comprehend, as well as how enjoyable they find
the reading and learning. 
The titles of the book’s seven chapters provide a
glimpse into its structure and contents: 1) What
We Know About Reading Comprehension: A Cen-
tury of Research and Thinking; 2) The Power of
Story: Supporting Students’ Reading of Narrative
Texts; 3) The Power of Inquiry: Supporting Stu-
dents’ Reading of Informational Texts; 4) How
Talking Supports Comprehension; 5) How Writing
Supports Comprehension; 6) The Importance of
Comprehension Instruction in the Primary Grades;
and 7) Reading and Thinking Without the Teacher.
Within each chapter, the authors effectively guide
us to pause and consider aspects of our prior
thinking about various instructional approaches
and offer fresh, research-based classroom tech-
niques for developing independent readers.
To support what they say, Hammond and Nessel
provide rich classroom dialogues to illustrate ex-
emplary instruction in action—a distinguishing
strength of their book. One in particular stands
out for me. The “View into Two Classrooms” in
Chapter 4 sold me on the importance of increas-
ing student talk. The first classroom snapshot
portrays a quite typical and well-executed
teacher-centered discussion in which the teacher
asks pointed questions at a brisk pace. This is
contrasted with a second snapshot, which por-
trays a student-centered discussion in which the
students are guided by skillful teacher prompts to
express their thoughts, listen to each other, ques-
tion, and respond to each other’s ideas. The con-
trasts between the two scenarios effectively
illustrate how “talking helps students make sense
of new information” (p. 87), how they become
“comfortable with complexity” (p. 88), and how
student-to-student discussions change the very
culture and fabric of classroom life. The authors
follow with clear information on how to build
students’ capacities for discussion. 
Because my current work focuses on K-2 literacy,
I was especially pleased to find a full chapter fo-
cused on primary literacy—Chapter 6, “The Im-
portance of Comprehension Instruction in the
Primary Grades.” Why did the authors think this
was important to emphasize? They note that in-
structional priority is most often given to decod-
ing in K-2, with comprehension saved for later.
Reading First programs embraced this model,
and even now the Common Core State Standards
list only fluency, phonics, and word recognition
in Foundational Skills, with the addition of print
concepts and phonological awareness for K-1.
Once again, Hammond and Nessel use powerful
classroom scenarios to illustrate why primary
grade teachers should be concerned with compre-
hension and to show the potential impact of a
meaning-centered approach to reading. 
They also call into question currently accepted
K-2 practices such as what they view as the over-
use of picture walks, drilling students on high
frequency words, explicit strategy instruction,
worksheets, round robin reading, pre-teaching of
new words before reading, and referring to the
children’s learning activities as work. Instead,
they provide excellent alternative ways to teach
children to learn to read in the course of engag-
ing in meaningful talk, reading, and writing.
These methods reject the notion that word recog-
nition must be accurate and fluent before atten-
tion can be directed to comprehension and
emphasize the complementary relationship be-
tween comprehension and decoding. Their
mantra is not that children learn to read and then
read to learn. Instead, it is “Read to learn, and
you will learn to read” (p. 194).
Whether you are a veteran or new teacher, The
Comprehension Experience is an important book
to read and keep in your professional library. It is
enjoyable to read, and the ideas will enhance
your teaching. Hammond and Nessel offer clear
examples of student and teacher discussions that
lead to both deep comprehension and love of
reading, as well as research-based practical in-
structional frameworks and methods. Their ideas
are not dependent on a particular framework,
curriculum, standards, state or federal program.
They believe in K-12 teachers’ and students’ abil-
ities to think, deliberate, and perform at high lev-
els. They illustrate how daily instructional
decisions by skilled, thoughtful classroom teach-
ers make a real difference in what students
learn. –PG
Shannon, P. (2011). Reading wide awake: Poli-
tics, pedagogies, & possibilities. New York: Teachers
College Press. 121 pp. ISBN: 978-0807752425.
(Trade paperback); $25.95.
Almost daily in my role of literacy specialist, co-
workers ask me about political happenings that
impact education and classroom practices. Teach-
ers live in a world surrounded by politics; no
matter how they try to avoid it, policy impacts
the daily events that take place inside classrooms.
Within this framework, there are always new pos-
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sibilities—ideas
that will spark
changes in class-
room practices in
the hope that real
learning takes
place. 
In his book,
Reading Wide
Awake: Politics,
Pedagogies, & Pos-
sibilities, Patrick
Shannon exam-
ines his own reading practices in a journey that
leads him to deeply question the reading instruc-
tion in our classrooms. Shannon, a professor of
education in the Department of Curriculum and
Instruction of Pennsylvania State University’s
College of Education, addresses reading as agency
and why reading is essential in a healthy democ-
racy. 
This book is for thinkers. Shannon argues that
we, as educators and participants in society,
should open our eyes and explore multiple view-
points around issues. He challenges us to be wide
awake as we read—thinking, questioning, and
being critical about ideas presented in texts. This
applies to the documents associated with the
Common Core State Standards and policy man-
dates that impact the daily lives of teachers and
children. 
In each chapter, Patrick Shannon opens with a
teaser passage to set the stage for the concepts to
be addressed. Then he uses stories and current
events to illustrate how he uses reading as a liter-
ate adult who participates fully in society. He
ends each chapter with two sections: “Imagining
Pedagogy” and “Reading Theory.” In these sec-
tions, Shannon links the stories in the chapter
back to the ideas of practice and theory, complet-
ing the picture for the reader. 
Throughout the book, Shannon draws on a rich
variety of texts and cultural contexts: Google
Earth, NPR, road signs, Little League, songs by
the Beatles, A Nation at Risk (National Commis-
sion on Excellence, 1983), and many more. He
situates the practice of critical literacy in a com-
munity battle over an area of wilderness near his
home that is the center of an on-going town dis-
cussion. Everyday situations are rich with literacy
and rich with texts; Shannon encourages us to
look at our daily events in new ways and through
wide-open eyes. 
Reading Wide Awake has an introduction and six
chapters: 1) What Do I Read?; (2) How Do Texts
Work on Me?; 3) Do I Control the Meaning of
Texts?; 4) Will I Still Read in the 21st Century?; 5)
Are my Readings Dangerous?; and 6) Who Reads
Like This? Within each chapter, Shannon encour-
ages us to think about our own reading life and
how it relates to both theory and practice. 
This book is a thought-provoking read for any
educator. It would make a wonderful title for a
book discussion group in a school setting, and
with friends who enjoy reading and talking about
ideas. It will encourage you, your colleagues, and
your friends to open your eyes, examine the po-
litical landscape, read from a variety of texts and
cultural situations, and look at your own practice
with new eyes. The last ‘P’ in Shannon’s title is
essential: possibilities. This is a book of hope, en-
couragement, and challenge. He points us toward
a brighter future and inspires educators to take
an active role in the educational process. 
His newest book Closer Readings of the Common
Core (2013) has just been published and I am
looking forward to reading it. As an educator, I
can look at these documents critically and
thoughtfully, and actively interpret political man-
dates in my own educational setting. –KH
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Pat Gallant is a research professor and K-2 literacy
consultant for the Vermont Reads Institute at the
University of Vermont. Prior to that, she worked as
an associate professor of education at The University
of Michigan-Flint and has served as president of
MRA (2009-2010) and co-editor of the MRJ.
Kathy Highfield is a literacy specialist in the Holly
Area Schools. Kathy is also an adjunct professor at
The University of Michigan-Flint. She earned her
doctorate from Oakland University in 2003 and
continues to support K-12 teachers in improving lit-
eracy instruction and student achievement.  
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